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Trust? No—verify

John Slade

Joe and his cartoon-character friends began
populating advertisements for the Camel
brand in the United States in 1988 and contin-
ued doing so for the next decade (figure 1). As
described in a fawning retrospective produced
for RJ Reynolds: “Between 1988 and 1997, the
Joe Camel campaign was one of the most
recognized ad campaigns in America, and that
was due largely to its fans, devotees of Joe who
appreciated the wit and irreverence he
personified.”1

The campaign also was among the most
notorious. Beginning in December 1991, a
number of researchers called attention to the
way the Joe Camel character was attractive to

young people.2–4 Concerns about the youth
appeal of the campaign led to calls by public
health and medical leaders for Reynolds to
withdraw it, to a private lawsuit in California
(which the company eventually settled),5 6 and
to a suit by the United States Federal Trade
Commission (which was withdrawn in light of
the master settlement agreement (MSA)).7

Some shareholders asked that the campaign be
stopped.

In August 1997, RJR/Nabisco announced
that it was stopping the Joe Camel campaign.
This came at a time when the company seemed
to want to show a more conciliatory face
during expected negotiations with the United
States Congress over tobacco control
legislation. It soon became clear, though, that
Joe Camel was alive and well in Argentina and
in as many as four other markets outside of the
United States.8

This prompted the Sisters of Mercy of the
Americas to file a shareholder resolution with
RJR/Nabisco for the spring 1998 annual meet-
ing asking that the company stop using Joe
Camel anywhere in the world. The company
challenged the resolution before the Securities
and Exchange Commission but lost the
challenge in February 1998. Faced with having
to oVer the resolution to shareholders, the
company then informed the proponents that
Joe Camel was going to be withdrawn anyway
from those few overseas markets where it was
in use (personal communication from DF
Sternlieb, RJR/Nabisco, to Reverend Michael
H Crosby, 27 February 1998). Although the
company refused to oVer a timeline, the propo-
nents accepted this as a show of good faith and
withdrew the resolution.8

Figure 1 Joe Camel.

Figure 2 Camel lips.

Figure 3 “Free fall” camel.
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In the meantime, another cartoon camel
cigarette promoter was alive and well in Spain
in February 1999. Its venues have included bus
shelter advertisements (see cover), billboards
(figure 2), vending machines (figure 3), and a
small cube puzzle that folds and refolds into a
1999 calendar (figures 4, 5, and 6). The calen-
dar cube was distributed with a popular maga-
zine.

RJ Reynolds seems to be saying that it will
remove Joe Camel here and abroad when it is
convenient, but it will continue to use other
cartoon camels where local law and regulation

permit it. Advocates got what they asked for,
the removal of Joe Camel, but no more.

The MSA limits the use of cartoons in ciga-
rette advertising so the Spanish camel would
not now be permitted in the United States.
Outside of that country, the limits of the MSA
do not apply. More recently, Japan Tobacco
(JT) has purchased RJ Reynolds’ international
business. It remains to be seen how JT
approaches advertising imagery and whether it
will continue to use cartoon characters in its
advertising.
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Note to readers

We hereby solicit your ideas and contributions for future covers of Tobacco Control. As with
previous covers, we would like future covers to be colourful and creative—with a tobacco
control theme. Original artwork, anti-tobacco posters, photographs, and cartoons may all be
considered. Material with an international flavour would be particularly desirable. A cover
essay will generally appear in each issue to provide appropriate background information and
commentary on the cover.

Please send ideas and submissions (original or high-quality, camera-ready photographs) to
the editor at the address on the inside front cover.—ED

Figure 4 1999 Camel calendar cubes.

Figure 5 Camel protected from the rain.

Figure 6 Camel on the slopes.
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